catchy heading in the "Market" section of a 1983 issue of Connaissance des Arts (FDR 34-35) accurately sums up the situation prevailing on France's art scene as of , when the blank that France once represented on the European map of "new figuration" belatedly filled in, notably with a series of exhibitions titled "Apres le classicisme," "Fink en beaute," "L'Air du temps" 'After classicism,' Ending with a flourish," The Spirit of the times." The figure and figurative art had in fact by then already returned on the French art scene as elsewhere for over a decade, in part via a renewed interest for the past, in part in view of an art of political commitment; but that return had not yet gained critical recognition from French critics, nor approval by the cultural powers at home, or momentum abroad.2 The phenomenon the amused quote both celebrates and satirizes is precisely a radical change in this situation, namely the commodification of this trait and the market's saturation with it in the 1980s. In passing, the little phrase also points to another dimension: the importance of the high art/low art axes within this trend. My own thinking was also informed by these markers, both temporal and theoretical, and it drew on the breadth of coverage and legitimation that a national Biennial provides, namely the (Cornand 26) 'I love the tackiness of shoes' coexists with his avowed nostalgia for abstraction or recent penchant for biblical subjects.
The presence versus the absence of the figure and the distinction between high and low are two of the major axes or criteria used in defining the largely artificial categories of modern and postmodern, historical and neo-avant-gardes, or, as I would rather put it, the various constituent strands of each of these categories. A third axis or criterion is the relative valorization of the new versus the traditional.' These strands have, in fact, a peculiar propensity to weave their way in and out of more than one category at a given time, in a given domain, or in a given artist's work. For instance: in one postmodernist current, figuration is reaffirmed; in another is proclaimed the collapse of high and low; but in another still, the two strategies merge, as in Robert Combas' work. Indeed, for this and other reasons, notably specific issues of thematics and style (characteristic of him as well as of others, hence the "& Co" in my title), and the very making of the phenomene Combas, in itself telling, Combas can be seen as a locus for an entire problematics of the object "painting" and of its sociology in contemporary France.
Meeting Combas, the Postmodern Robert Combas' own ambivalence toward the issue of "high" versus "low" art, elite versus popular, good versus bad painting, is significant. Because the underprivileged youth from Sete, a South-2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] , Art. 5 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol20/iss2/5 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1395 em town heavily marked by its Spanish and Calabrian heritage, knew more intimately the zone (the town's underbelly) and the idiosyncratic Setois slang than art books and museums, the popular and Mediterranean contexts of his home turf were determining factors in the shaping of his pictorial universe (Marcade 23, 41 ; see also . His early visual education, acquired solely through illustrated textbooks and television , was only later completed at Montpellier's Beaux-Arts School and through the travels he undertook in his early thirties, when he started exhibiting abroad (Marcade 58) . As such it can only be spotty, and his sensitivity and tastes remain indelibly imprinted by the initial mediation. To this day he claims to prefer, even among comic strips, the less sophisticated Pilote, Tintin, Capitaine Swing, and Metal hurlant to the "almost artistic" Bazooka (Cornand 30 [74] , there is no authentic desire in Combas to reinvent the "shock of the new" [Hughes] nor to contest social and aesthetic givens). His "desinvolture A regard des culpabilites avant-gardistes" `casual indifference toward avant-gardist culpabilities' (Marcade 16) is widely shared by other artists, who profess either a similarly blasé attitude to the issue or, going further still, a reversed rebellion, i.e., an explicit enmity for the obligatoriness of the new in thematics or style. This is not to say that Combas expresses no claim to "novelty," but upon closer examination this term means for him "originality," which is quite a different matter (Brutsch and Moiselet 39) .
Another type of ambiguity is present in his response to the reception of his work and in his own sense of identity as a painter.
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While high-brow publications have written with interest about his work, notably art press, the artist regrets the silence of popular publications closest to his heart, BD magazine, Metal hurlant, Pilote (Brutsch and Moiselet 35) , and is quick to reassure his copains (pals) that he has not been recuperated by the system or betrayed his origins. The argument he uses, however, based on his "delinquent" use of language in the prose that now accompanies his paintings (slang, misspellings, misuse of grammar and capitalization), can in fact be turned against itself: "J' ai voulu faire de mon ecriture, qui me paraissait marginale, mauvaise, ou plutot moyenne, quelque chose d'artistique pour la faire entrer dans la culture, et j'ai reussi" 'I wanted to make of my writing, which seemed to me marginal, poor, or rather mediocre, an artistic thing in order to make it part of culture, and I succeeded' ; "S' ils voyaient mes textes et toutes les fautes qu'il y a dedans, ils verraient que je refuse d'être recupere" `If they saw my texts and all the mistakes in them, they'd see that I refuse to be coopted' 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] (with Cicciolina) glossy polish. In the pitch-dark room, the walls were lined with painted photographs lit from behind, recalling so many small cinema screens, and creating an enclosed, self-sufficient, parodic universe. These represented a panorama of saints, some authentic (Joan of Arc in armor), some not (Sainte Affligee crucified), and the last two miming a second-degree, enacted, self-reflective signature: "Saint" Gilles
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As to the practice of writing in painting, not only has it reached an apex in the past decade, it has become as well an important area of critical inquiry. Artists such as Valerio Adami and Cy Twombly brought it to prominence on the international scene, as did the interest that deconstruction, and notably Derrida, has taken in this aspect of the textuality of painting ." In some artists' work, for instance that of Anne and Patrick Poirier, writing and painting coexist as two distinct, physically separate, yet conceptually interrelated practices. Closer to Combas and carrying the practice to its perhaps logical, perhaps absurd extreme, is Ben Vautrier, the Swiss artist who grew roots in France. For several decades, out of his eccentric hut/shop/studio in Nice, Ben filled the museums and the world with his oracular statements, in his by now familiar white, yellow, or red on black primitive calligraphy: "Je doute"; "L'art, ca existe"; "a bas moi" 'I doubt'; `Art exists'; 'down with me.' At the Lyons Biennial, he saturated his exhibition space with cardboard figures carrying double-sided signs inscribed with real and apocryphal utterances by the gurus of contemporary culture from Cocteau to Levinas, and the walls and rug with his own: "tout se passe entre moi et les autres"; "le jour ou je m'arreterai de mentir, je ne ferai plus d'art" 'everything takes place between me and others'; 'the day I stop lying, I will make no more art.' In Paris, a forgotten street corner in the 20th arrondissement displays, thanks to the "1% law," two large-scale works, one of which is Ben's." Drawn on a tri-dimensional blackboard by a tridimensional painter on a scaffolding, the message, reads: "il n'y a pas d'art sans liberte. Ben" 'there is no art without freedom. Ben' (Fig. 3) . Thus, at the other end of the spectrum from Combas' newly found painterliness, Ben endlessly spins out to us his non sequiturs. His hut, no longer in Nice, can now be seen on permanent display in the contemporary collection of the MNAM at the Centre Georges Pompidou, while we would look in vain, on the animated square in front of the same institution, for that shrine of modernism that used to grace it with its presence, the studio of the sculptor Brancusi, which apparently has been damaged and removed. Chance played masterfully with art history.' Finally, there is the artist as witness, from the margins. Political critique is still practiced today, notably with comic-strip verve byAdami's early companion in arms, Err& Social and environmental concerns are expressed as well. Given Combas' thoroughly masculine point of view, his privileging of the public realm and his eroticization of that realm, as well as, conversely, the public display of his own private world, a woman's view here might better complement his. Among the women who have come to the fore in French art in the past three decades, one artist whose work stood out at the Lyons Biennial, who belongs to the same generation as Combas, and whose interweaving of aesthetics and ideology appears most felicitous, is Francoise Quardon (see .' The titles of her pieces, ironic and litotic statements, alternately in French and English, speak of woman's experience in the private domain of everyday life, her partner inscribed only by implication or as the addressee: Desir (Desire), Forget me not, Please leave me alone. Woman in her roles of perfect homemaker, mother, and lover emerges as experiencing these roles at best ambivalently, often unhappily, but under the label "The Happy House," which was the title of Quardon's show. The pieces themselves, emblematic and evocative, condensed views of feelings and social conditions, were displayed in a series of small "rooms" which took the viewer through that private universe, each staging one facet of that experience. The bed as emblem appeared twice. An ornate, Belle Epoque specimen with all its connotations had carved into its mattress a sinuous metal groove with the inscription "Stand by your man," echoing incongruously a Tammy Wynette tune: pain and delight, horizontality and duty, femininity and endurance. The denuded X of a spring platform was affixed on the wall-crucifix-like or wasp-like, de- pending on the beholder, while "pretty" pastel flowers superimposed on it the words "Forget me not" (Fig. 4) . Each work seemed to carry a measure of paradox. Critique was overwhelmingly present, at times stinging as in Tu me fais mal (You're hurting me), but tenderness did not altogether recede. Absent, as in so many other heterosexual women artists's work, was the representation of the erotic, through a woman's gaze.
Quardon's installations, achieved through assemblages of ev- Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 2 [1996] (Huyssen 44 ). As such she inscribes herself into the contemporary French art scene by way of counterpoint.
Perspectives
Critics have rightly compared aspects of Combas' work with similar features in Rabelais (38) (39) 54) and Jarry (Marcade 35, 54; Millet 64, 66) via, respectively, Bakhtin's and Behar's readings of the two French authors. This perspective, however, needs to be nuanced. The mixture of genres and registers was in Rabelais a natural prolongation, into the Renaissance, of medieval practice, an innocence no artist of the post-classical era can claim; conversely, as a contesting snub at classical tradition, it has been exhausted by the avant-gardes and modernism. The comparison holds for a certain privileging of the vernacular and a constant transgressing of theme, image, and style. In Combas' work, however, to the extent that these aspects are linked to popular culture and terroir, they are less expressions of folk culture, as in Rabelais, than of urban, pop, punk, youth and metisse culture; indeed, on the linguistic level they have been manipulated to the point of turning into a simulacrum.2° The parallel also holds for the "culture potachique" 'schoolboy culture,' that confluence of "culture scolaire . . . culture populaire et .. . culture savante" 'school culture . . . popular culture and . . . learned culture' (Behar 80) that Combas does indeed share with the Jarry of Ubu Roi. But the Jarry of Surmcile and Cesar Antichrist seems to display a symbolic perversity, intensity, and dramatic dimension pointing to an almost romantic avant-gardism that Combas the postmodern no longer shares.
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A more theoretically fruitful perspective for elucidating the Combas phenomenon and placing it on the postmodern "map" comes from critics who are unacquainted with either Combas or figuration libre. In Calinescu's latest redefinition of postmodernism (1987) , the continental historical avant-garde grows closer to modernism because of a shared perception of time and ethos of the new, while postmodernism distinguishes itself from both through its parodic, i.e., both valorizing and ironic, revisitation of the past-when past equals at the same time tradition, modernism, and the avantgarde (276). In Huyssen's view (1986) , the continental break between the avant-gardes and modernism remains important, because his litmus test uses a different axis; postmodernism is seen as displaying a greater affinity with the historical avant-gardes, given their shared valorization of mass culture, as in French surrealism, Brecht, and American Pop (vii-x) . While distinguishing between the aesthetically valid use of mass culture and an aesthetically corrupt one, labeled kitsch (ix), Huyssen does not dwell on the latter. Calinescu studies kitsch at length (223-62) and interprets its use by the avant-garde as critical and ironically disruptive (254-55). Mass culture seems to be largely assimilated either with kitsch or with the "culture industry" and thus the media; therefore, it is of necessity ruled by the "pleasure principle" and plagued by mediocrity (240-42), contrary to folk art (243). At this juncture the argument can be said to intersect Baudrillard's concept of simulation (16) . For some critics, this concept carries the negative value associated with the emptying of meaning (Finkielkraut) , while for others it can be reinvested, through a reversal, with meaning and thus value (Olalquiaga) . Together with the "pleasure principle" and a privileging of emotion via the senses, as opposed to intellect, it nearly defines the postmodern as a culture of "feeling," surface, and images, rather than reason, depth, and writing; a culture which Finkielkraut (149-67) holds responsible for "la defaite de la pensee" `the defeat of thought' but which Olalquiaga celebrates, in part precisely for its regenerative use of kitsch, which she equates with postmodernism (xi-xxi). Combas undoubtedly belongs to this culture. Negatively or positively? Surely, his sometimes "easy" moral and stylistic solutions, his media-inspired and overdetermined imagery, his exaggerated expressiveness, his almost obscene sexualization of reality, art, and the sacred come dangerously close to "first-degree" kitsch. Surely sometimes he seems to have put us in Woody Allen's "orgasmatron" for a mindless, efficient encounter
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